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An Interview with Newbery AwardWinning Author Avi
BY LINDA

M.

PAVONETTI

On July 9, 2007, Avi (one of a handful of children's book authors who publish under a single name) was the
guest lecturer for Oakland University students participating in the Reading Department's annual summer
class, Authors and Illustrators-Art and Craft. Many of the students stated their main reason for taking the
class-the "name" they recognized-was Avi.
And rightly so. In 2003 Avi was awarded the Newbery Medal, which recognizes the most distinguished children's book published in the United States
during the previous year, for his historical novel, Crispin: The Cross of Lead
(2002). He previously received the Newbery Honor Award in 1991 for another
historical fiction adventure The True Confessions of Charlotte Doyle (1990),
and in 1992 for a contemporary realistic fiction Nothing but the Truth: A
Documentary Novel (1991). In addition, his novels have been awarded the
Scott O'Dell Historical Fiction award in 1984 for The Fighting Ground
(1984), the Christopher Award for Encounter at Easton (1980), and have
been nominated four times by the Mystery Writers of America, Best Juvenile
Mystery category, for Shadrach's Crossing (1983), re-released as Smugglers'
Island (1994); Something Upstairs: A Tale of Ghosts (1988); Emily Upham's
Revenge (1978); and No More Magic (1975). Avi's books have also won the
Boston Globe/Horn Book award several times and other national and state
awards.
Avi's books-whether historical, contemporary, or fantasy fiction-are
thrillers. Many involve mysteries and adventure. But even books that appear
simple in a cursory reading are interspersed with complex issues. The Poppy
Avi
series, for example, tells of a young deer mouse and her family and their
interaction with each other and other animals and birds. But there are levels
that go beyond the linear plot: teen rebellion, death, aging, friendship, and acceptance, among others.
Although he notes in speeches and articles that he wants his books to be complex, Avi is quoted in TwentiethCentury Children's Writers as saying: "I try to ... hold my reader with the sheer pleasure of a good story ... I
want my readers to feel, to think, sometimes to laugh. But most of all I want them to enjoy a good read" (as
cited in Avi Wortis. A Profile of the Author's Life and Works, 2003, p. 1).
This idea of telling a good story came into play again as the teachers researched Avi's background. Because
teaching historical novels is dictated by the Michigan Grade Level Content Expectations (GLCEs), another
quote from Avi caused some confusion. In Something About the Author, Avi says he is
more interested in finding a way to tell a good story and to provide a means of imagining and understanding the past than ... presenting historical fact. "The historical novel is a curious construction
... It represents history but it's not truly accurate. It's a style." ("Wortis, Edward -Avi Wortis,"
2005, p. 201)
Consequently, the first question posed by the Michigan teachers referred to this quote.
Teachers: Could you please clarify your statement in Something About the Author ("Wortis, Edward -Avi
Wortis," 2005) that you don't adhere to historical details when you write historical fiction, but rather you
focus on the story line. Does this mean that you "change" history in order to satisfy your artistic goals?

The question-and-answer section is Copyright© by Avi 2007
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Avi: Oscar Wilde once said our only obligation to history is that we re-write it. Historical fiction is not
uniform in the way it adheres to fact-it's an extremely varied genre. Specifically, when you read my
books-a book like Midnight Magic (1999b), which was ostensibly set in the 15th century, somewhere in
an imaginary place in Italy-there's some sense of what Renaissance Italy was at that time, but under no
circumstances is it historically accurate.
On the other hand, a book that I'm just about to publish called Iron Thunder (2007a) is a work of historical
fiction about the battle between the Monitor and the Merrimac, the first ironclad ships ever to fight a battle.
In the book I've attempted to create a very accurate, almost minute-by-minute account of the battle. I not
only researched the battle and ironclad ships but also read letters and did some original research.
A book like Crispin: The Cross of Lead (2002) is complex in that I tried to make it as historically accurate
as possible but was immediately confronted with a huge problem. The language the characters would
have spoken is a form of English that I don't speak. It's Middle English. What I chose to do was attempt
to replicate the poetic patterns of Middle English, so the modern English as written, felt something like
Middle English.
As I was writing The Traitors' Gate (2007b), one of my new books, I also tried to make it as accurate as
possible. One of the things I do when writing historical fiction is check word origins-determine when
words entered the English language. In other words I try not to use words that are not appropriate for
that time.
Here's accuracy of another kind: When I wrote The Fighting Ground (1984), I worked with a U.S.
government topographical map so that I knew every inch of the land where the story took place.
Accuracy can create problems. An example. I'm currently working on something that deals with mid
19th-century America: the people who went west looking for gold-the gold rush. When they were
crossing the prairies, people might go 10 miles a day on a good day with a wagon and oxen or by walking.
But if I'm telling their story, I have a huge block of time in which-over all-something tremendously
important is happening. Yet in fact, it took a vast amount of time to accomplish-no doubt a lot of it
boring. So-the problem is-how can I tell that story in such a way as to be accurate, and interestingbut not boring?
My point is you can't generalize about historical fiction: for some books, accuracy doesn't matter-my
Midnight Magic (1999), for example. Or historical fiction can be extremely romantic-read my Don't You
Know There's a War On? (2001) or The Man who was Poe (1989)-and I don't mean that in a pejorative
sense but rather in an idealized sense. Other times historical fiction can be extremely accurate. Then
again, as I've tried to suggest, at times trying to be too accurate gets in the way of the story. Historical
fiction constitutes a very broad range and it is a complex form of literature. Accuracy in my historical
novels varies enormously, depending on the book.

Teachers: Is there a genre that is your favorite or is there one that's easiest to write?

Avi: All writing is hard.
One of the peculiarities of writing for children is that if you make a career out of it-as I have donethere's a continually growing age gap between you and your audience. It's a curious problem. So if I'm
trying to write a really hip, cutting-edge book, I better find out what's cool and what's cutting, right? My
wife and I have six kids between us. But the youngest one is 18, just off to college, and he doesn't talk
much to us anymore. More grunts than words. I don't mean that facetiously, but what I do mean is that
he's very private.
The book that is easier to write is the one that is fully conceptualized when you first sit down to write. The
more fragmentary your original idea-no matter how good-the harder that book is to write. I think it was
the writer Ross McDonald who said something about wanting a book to pull you, rather than have you
push the book.
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Are some genres easier to write? I don't know. I think that one of the reasons I write in such a variety of
genres is that I get immersed in a particular kind of book. Then it's a relief to go to some other form, which
seems easier- at least for the first two chapters. Then it gets just as hard. But as I say, all writing is hard.

One of the biographical facts about Avi is that he has disgraphia, a learning disability that affects a person's
ability to write. In Avi's case, it was not so much a disability, as a major nuisance. He struggled in school
because he frequently misspelled words and reversed letters-even as a teen. Still does. Now, according to his
Web site, when he visits schools he seeks out the learning disabled students.
I lay out pages of my copy-edited manuscripts, which are covered with red marks. "Look here," I say.
"See that spelling mistake. There, another spelling mistake. Looks like I forgot to put a capital letter
there. Oops! Letter reversal." Their eyes lift. They are listening. And I am among friends. (Avi, 2003)
Naturally, there were several questions about how Avi managed to become such a successful author with this
problem.
Teachers: With all the criticism you've received through your education, what kept you from being
discouraged?

Avi: Who says I wasn't discouraged? I can still get discouraged. One always gets criticism. It's what happens
when you write books that are publicly published.
People talk about the great skills and talents that are needed to survive in this world. One quality
that people rarely talk about is stubbornness. But I suspect that if you really want to do something,
stubbornness helps.
For any family-any culture, milieu, world (and that includes my family, the world I was born into)certain things are important. If I tell you that my twin sister is a writer too, that should suggest that in
my world I'm not terribly unusual. In fact I have other relatives who are writers. My great-grandparents
were writers. My parents wanted to be writers. So for me to be told that I was not capable of writing was a
kind ofpersonal--not so much an insult, but within the context of my family, not a good thing.
As a kid, I also wanted to be a baseball player. But there were no baseball players in my life that I could
emulate or to whom I could say, "How do you do this?" I couldn't hit a ball and that certainly helped me
make the decision not to be a ballplayer.
My point is that if I'd lived in a world where there were ballplayers, I guess I would've tried harder. But
since I knew nothing about it except that being a ballplayer was what other kids wanted to do, I just
dropped it.
Writing was different. I lived in a world where writing was considered very, very important. I went to one
high school, a big city high school in New York City, and after 6 weeks I flunked out. I failed every class.
My parents put me into a very tiny private school, a high school with about 100 students. Because it was
so tiny, it didn't have a lot of resources. What kids aspired to in that world was writing. That's what you
did. That was the focus. So once again, it was reinforced that writing was important.
Ironically, I suspect it's because I got so much criticism that at some point I just turned it off. Criticism
came not just at school, but from within my home, too. My situation was a little odd. My parents had me
tested very early. It was determined that I had disgraphia-or symptoms of dyslexia-but they told no
one. Perhaps it was typical of the 1940s, parents being embarrassed by that kind of thing. Since they
didn't tell me, when I announced that I wanted to be a writer, they were appalled, but they wouldn't tell
me why. I thought they were just mean. I didn't understand it.
Example: When I came home from college the first year for Christmas, I wrote a long poem in rhymed
couplets about some Greek mythic theme and gave it to my mother for Christmas. She never said one
word about it.
Years later I asked if she remembered it. She said, "yes." I asked her why she never commented on it.
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She said-and this really explained my parent's dilemma-"When I read it I found some of it was
wonderful. But I was sure you couldn't have written those wonderful parts. Then again there were lots of
awful writing, and I assumed you wrote all that. So I didn't know what to say."
I'm sure I did write some that was awful but I suspect that some of the stuff I wrote was good. But my
mother couldn't work with that concept. So she said nothing.
Indeed, my parents could never accept the fact that I could write. I think they got it into their heads
that I couldn't do it perhaps, because as young people, they had wanted to be writers and weren't
successful.
I've learned that if parents tried something and failed, then they think it's harder for a child to do than it
might actually be. If I couldn't do it, how will you be able to succeed? I'll give you another variation of that
story. As one of my sons went through school, I noticed he had some of the same symptoms of dyslexia that
I had. But I wasn't going to do what my parents did-I was going to be a good parent.
We had him tested and no surprise; he received exactly the same diagnosis that I did. I told him I wasn't
going to keep it a secret. I said, "Don't worry. This is exactly what I have and you know I write." I told his
teachers. I helped type his papers. We'd go over his work.
Then when this boy was a senior he showed me something he had written. It was really good and I was
impressed. I said, "You know, you're really a good writer. You're so much better than I was when your age.
If you wanted to, you could be a writer." He said, "No, I can't." I said, ''Why?" He said, "Because I have a
disability."
I think I did all the right things but my boy believed he couldn't do it. My parents did all the wrong things,
I think, and I reacted differently. Who was right, my parents or me? It's all a mystery.

Teachers: As an adult, how have you dealt with your symptoms of dyslexia? How have you worked with it or
worked around it?
Avi: I acknowledged it, and I stopped blaming myself. As teachers I hardly need to tell you: When you have
problems like that in a student, the problem itself becomes much less important than the impact-the
psychological impact-on the child.
First of all, I didn't learn that I had these symptoms of dyslexia until I was in my 40s. I was stunned. But
I was much more stunned by the fact that my parents knew about this and hadn't told me. Kept it from
me, in fact.
I think the way I write, my process of rewriting material 60 or 70 times, is partly a result of these factors.
There are certain other personal traits. I tend to want to get to places early because I'm always slightly
apprehensive that I may have misread the date, the time. And I have. I've gone places where I was a day
early. So there's always an undercurrent of tension about that. They're quirky things. In my family, I'm
the cook. I like to cook and I have lots of cookbooks. When I follow a recipe, I can only follow it one step
at a time. I cannot read the recipe and say, "Oh, you do this, then this, then that." I have to complete the
step and then check. Because it just doesn't stay in my head. But other things I can retain. There's not a
consistent pattern.
The main thing is learning not to blame yourself, to figure out how to handle situations, to find
shortcuts, to just be kind to yourself and say, "Well, you're going to make mistakes. That's just the way
it is."

The next three questions address thorny issues: death, religion, and ambiguity-all topics that Avi does not shy
away from in his books.
Teachers: Why do so many of your books have ambiguous endings in which everything's left up in the air?
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Avi: I believe that much of life is ambiguous. The mentality that exists in this country, in our society, our
culture, in the media, all too often is that things must have concrete endings, happy endings, and final
endings. I don't think that's the way life works. There's uncertainty in our existence and the decisions we
make. As the saying goes, the only thing that's permanent is change. I'm not a person who believes that
there's a lot of black and white in the world; most of the world is gray. It also makes for good novels.
Teachers: Do you try to teach readers a lesson about death by treating it so matter of fact? In books such as
Crispin: At the Edge of the World (2006), Aude and Bear die and the other characters just move on. The
same is true in Ragweed (1999a) and Poppy (1995).
Avi: I don't think I treat death in so matter of fact a way as you suggest. Please read The Barn (1994).
Read The Fighting Ground (1984). Or, Encounter at Easton (1980). Try Something Upstairs (1988). You
won't find "just moving on" there. Read these books and I think you'll see I find death a very perplexing,
puzzling phenomenon, something about which I'm not at all comfortable. But because I'm an atheist, I
don't have a particular promise or vision of life hereafter. Sometimes I wish I did believe otherwise, but
that's the way I am. I see death as a part of life but, as I say, it's puzzling for me, to say the least.
Teachers: We noticed that religion seems to be a recurring theme in some of your books and yet you just
mentioned that you're an atheist. Why is religion a recurring theme?
Avi: Religion is very important, deeply important, to great masses of people. Indeed, most people. My atheism
is not anti-religion: it's merely my view, a different take on the world. I respect the beliefs of others.
Actually, I suspect most of us here share the same values, though there is much diversity in the way we
think of these values.
Regardless of my personal views, religion is a major force in human behavior. Its role is enormous. Indeed,
we live in a world today where religion is more important than it was when, say, I was a teenager.
I think religion is a very complex thing. Religion has motivated great acts of heroism, kindness, and love.
It has produced extraordinary works of art. Great writing. There are saintly people. There are martyrs.
Religion is embedded, deeply, in our language, too.
But religion has also been the cause of great cruelty. Of hate. I separate personal belief from institutional
belief. All religions have conducted "Holy wars." People have killed and destroyed because of religion.
Europeans fought horrific wars because of religion. In Europe the first time a "crusade" was fought it was
Christian against Christian. The first justifications for Black slavery emanated from European religious
notions. We live today in a world where fundamentalists use religion as a justification for killing.
So again, religion is a very real, if complicated, factor in human life. That's why I find religion fascinating,
absolutely part of the fabric of civilization. Read my Night Journeys (1979). Read The Barn (1994).

In other words, if you write about people, about the human condition, you have to engage with religion.
And if you're writing historical fiction, especially if you write about the medieval period, it seems to me
you simply cannot write about peoples' lives without reference to religion.
In Crispin: The Cross of Lead (2002), one of my favorite moments in the book is Bear's image of Jesus as
someone who has a great laugh.
Bear-who is a Christian, and someone who loved to laugh- says that his understanding of a perfect
Jesus is that he must have had a perfect laugh. How logical (I think) that Bear who, in his way, is devout
and has this great lust for life, should think this way.
When Crispin was published, I was startled by some of its reception in this context. I remember I was
sitting at a table with a group of teachers and one of them took me aside and said, "I want you to know I
read Crispin, and I've gone back to the church." The next time I heard this was in Texas. A woman said,
"We are so thankful for Crispin. We are not allowed to mention God, and you have put God back in the
classroom."
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If you read the sequel to Crispin, it was, in part, shaped by this response to the first book. Decide for
yourself how I handle it.

A number of the questions posed by the teachers referred to specific topics or books. Because of limited space, the
questions and responses have been condensed.
Teachers: Why is your Newbery Award-winner entitled Crispin: Cross of Lead instead of "No Name" as you
preferred?

Avi: All aspects of publishing are collaborative. My editor didn't think "No Name" was effective. Choosing the
title of a book is a very complex decision. It can really influence how people respond to a book.
Teachers: Why do the publishers change covers so frequently?

Avi: To keep them up to date with new generations of readers. A cover is, after all, the very first
advertisement for the book. It's part of marketing.
Teachers: Will you ever consider writing from another cultural point of view?

Avi: It seems to me that if you choose to write about a particular culture that is not embedded in your own
life, you have a huge obligation to learn about it very, very well. That's quite a commitment, and more
power to those who make it.
Teachers: Why do you write novels using personified animals as the main characters?

Avi: One of the reasons I like writing about animals is because I can write about adults. Poppy's Return (2005)
is all about someone who is caught between elderly parents and kids. It's not the normal subject for a
children's book.
Teachers: Is the book you co-authored with Rachel Vail, Never Mind! A Twin Novel (2004), really about you
and your twin sister?

Avi: A little bit perhaps. My sister writes adult biographies. I once (jokingly) suggested that she should write
a biography of me. Like a good sister, she said she had better things to do with her time. Rachel Vail
volunteered to be my twin. We had a great time writing the book. There's not a sentence in the book that
we did not both write.
Teachers: How many books do you work on concurrently?

Avi: Right now I'm working on four books. It's not quite as difficult as it seems. How do you teach math and
history? Doesn't that get you confused?
Teachers: Does your photography lead you to book ideas or help you when you are writing?

Avi: Absolutely. The Seer of Shadows (2008) is about a photographer's apprentice.
Most of us fantasize about meeting famous authors or illustrators. We might even have a wish list of questions
we'd like to ask them. I hope that this sampling of questions that Michigan teachers posed to Newbery Awardwinner Avi included the question you always wanted to ask him-if you were afforded the opportunity to shake
his hand.

Bibliography
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